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quickly take away their original energy. However, the
more detailed calculations have shown that even in ura-
nium diluted with water as a neutron-slowing agent, the
neutrons will not lose their energy quickly enough to
escape the danger of being absorbed by the heavier inactive
isotope. In fact it was estimated that in order to make such
a method work, one should first enrich the natural uranium
with U-235, increasing its concentration to about twice its
normal strength. This, however, would bring us back again
to the difficult problem of isotope separation.

The idea of Fermi and Szilard consists in using small
grains of natural uranium scattered through the neutron-
slowing medium, instead of having a homogeneous mix-
ture of the two substances. In fact, in such a case fast
neutrons ejected from separate grains will travel through
the pure slowing-down substance or moderator as it is
now called, and by the time they come back into uranium
will be slowed down beyond the danger of being captured
by the heavy isotope.

The first system of that kind, consisting of a large num-
ber of uranium grains scattered uniformly through the
substance of the moderator (which was in this case not
water but chemically pure carbon), was built at the Uni-
versity of Chicago and set into operation in December
194*.

It was a large ellipsoidal body built from a large number
of small carbon-bricks, each containing in itself a grain
of uranium. This Fermi-egg really worked and when it
was brought to a sufficiently large size (by putting on new
layers of individual bricks) to prevent the large-scale
escape of neutrons from its interior (see page 96), the
self-supporting nuclear reaction of uranium fission was set